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issued during the late 14th century are detailed under the Hong-wu reign above. The 
frequency of the issue of such notices implies that they were, if not ignored, at least 
looked on lightly, by the populace. The effects which the eunuch-led missions in the 
first third of the 15th century had on private trade has never been truly assessed, but 
that they stimulated later private maritime links with Southeast Asia is unquestioned. 
In 1435, along with the ending of the eunuch-led voyages, efforts were again (or still) 
being made to prevent non-state agents from travelling overseas. In that year, at the 
beginning of the Zheng-tong reign, the Ministry of Revenue urged that seaports be 
guarded to ensure that coastal people did not engage in overseas activities.164  

Whether these prohibitions actually affected maritime trade between southern 
China and Southeast Asia is something which is not immediately apparent from the 
Ming texts, and it is perhaps only through further archaeological research that it will 
be possible to piece together, through material evidence, the ebbs and flows in 
maritime trade between China and Southeast Asia during this century. 

There is little effort in the Chinese official record to hide the essentially 
mercantile nature of the tribute/trade system in this period. Three maritime trade 
supervisorates were established to handle trading goods -- both state goods and those 
belonging to envoys. Some of the trade exchanges are detailed in the Ming texts. In 
1425, for instance, Arya Huang Fu-xin, an overseas Chinese envoy from Java,165 was 
provided with 159,050 ding of paper money in “reward”. Given the huge size of the 
reward, it is likely that this was payment for trade goods.166 Private trade by the 
tribute envoys was also condoned. It was specifically recorded in 1427 that a Javanese 
envoy named Arya Xu-li-man167 and others had offered tribute on their own behalf 
and were rewarded in compensation for its value.168 In a particularly telling incident 
in 1447, an envoy from Siam haggled with the Ming officials over the price of the 
“bowl-stone” (perhaps nephrite) he had brought to China. He requested that he be 
compensated at 250 guan of paper money per jin, but was only given 50 guan and told 
not to bring any more.169  

But the benefits of the tribute/trade system were obviously great to those 
travelling to China, or so it is suggested by the number of occasions on which the 
Ming issued orders requiring the tribute envoys to only come at the stipulated 
frequency. 170  In 1443, Guang-dong officials complained that envoys from Java 
arrived too frequently and made excessive demands on the local officials.171 By 1453, 
the large Javanese missions had been so demanding that orders were issued requiring 

                                                 
164 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 7.8a. 
165 It was common for “Chinese” persons who resided in the polities of Southeast Asia to be involved 
in the tribute/trade system which linked those polities with the Ming. Their language abilities, cultural 
sensitivities and, likely, business links, ensured that they were more efficient than those without this 
acumen.  It is thus probable that the Ming tribute/trade system helped promote the emergence or the 
strengthening of Chinese trade networks throughout the archipelago. See also Chan Hok-lam, “The 
‘Chinese Barbarian Officials’ in the Foreign tribute Missions to China During the Ming Dynasty”, 
Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 88 (1968) pp. 411-418. 
166 Ren-zong shi-lu, juan 10.1a. There seems to be no record of Chinese paper money circulating in 
Southeast Asia, and it is likely that such rewards were converted into other trade goods before the 
tribute envoys left China. 
167 Probably Arya Suleiman. 
168 Xuan-zong shi-lu, juan 33.5a. 
169 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 157.8a-b. 
170 Generally once every three years. 
171 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 106.8a-b. 
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them to send only a chief envoy, deputy envoy and a few attendants to the Court. 172  
But, this was not something which only the Javanese saw as beneficial. In 1478, for 
example, the envoys of Annam were prohibited from bringing large quantities of 
private trade goods to China.173  By 1501, new regulations allowed foreign tribute 
envoys to trade for only five days with merchants from two counties near Beijing, 
who reportedly had no idea what the Southeast Asians wanted. Following official 
representations, this decision was reversed.174  That the arrangement was instituted in 
the first place suggests that the tribute/ trade system was not seen as a particularly 
important economic aspect for the Ming rulers by the early 16th century. 

By 1510, the tribute and trade systems had apparently diverged somewhat 
from each other, for in addition to regular tribute missions, a new category of “ocean-
going” merchant (ships) ( 泛 海 商 客 ) appeared in reports from the coastal 
provinces.175 As a corollary of this development, proportional taxes (抽 分) were 
levied on these trading ships. A new maritime situation thus emerged, particularly in 
terms of Chinese merchants and others travelling abroad. By 1514, a report from 
Guang-dong was noting: 

 
Recently, the administration has been permitted to levy proportional taxes 
[on ships and cargoes] and there has been open trade. This has resulted in 
thousands of evil persons building huge ships, privately purchasing arms, 
engaging in evil activities upon the sea, illicitly linking up with the 
various yi and bringing great harm to the area.176 
  
This situation of open trade was in marked contrast to the maritime 

prohibitions177 which had barred such trade for most of the 15th century, and this 
change would obviously have given new impetus to private trade between Southeast 
Asia and the ports of southern China. However, the social problems it brought to the 
coastal areas resulted in the local officials submitting repeated memorials against such 
trade, and urging that trade be limited to tribute missions.178 This resulted in the 
issuing in 1524 of new regulations curbing private trade by Chinese with “the fan and 
the yi”,179  and the closing down of the Chinese maritime trade supervisorates, while 
in 1530, the dismantling of large ocean-going ships was ordered.180   
     It was also in this “window” between the end of the 15th century and 1524 that 
the Portuguese first arrived in southern China, having previously invaded and 

                                                 
172 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 234.3b. 
173 Xian-zong shi-lu, juan 176.5a-b. 
174 Xiao-zong shi-lu, juan 170.5b-6a. 
175 Wu-zong shi-lu, juan 65.8b-9a. 
176 Wu-zong shi-lu, juan 113.2a. 
177 Noted above and also detailed in Bodo Wiethoff, Die chinesische Seeverbotspolitik und der private 
Űberseehandel von 1368 bis 1567, Wiesbaden, 1963, and Chang Tseng-hsin,  Maritime Activities on 
the South-east Coast of China in the Latter Part of the Ming Dynasty 明季東南中國的海上活動,  Vol. 
1, Taipei , 1988. See pp. 3-16 
178 See, for example, Wu-zong shi-lu, juan 113.2a of 1514; Wu-zong shi-lu, juan 123.4b of 1515; 
Wu-zong shi-lu, juan 149.9a-b of 1517; and Shi-zong shi-lu, juan 2.14b of 1521. 
179 Shi-zong shi-lu, juan 38.4b-5a. 
180 Shi-zong shi-lu, juan 108.7a. 
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occupied Malacca.  This arrival was momentous in terms of the eventual links which 
Chinese commerce was to develop thorough it.181 
         This booming of private trade in the early 16th century also suggests that the 
shift which Hamashita182  sees occurring under the Qing, whereby, as a result of 
opposition to its tribute/trade policies, the Chinese state was “compelled to shift from 
the role of monopolistic trade-merchant to that of tax collector” was already taking 
place at the end of the 15th century and at the beginning of the 16th century. 
 
Economic Exploitation 

As has been suggested in the chronological studies above, the economic and 
other demands imposed on the border polities and colonies by the Ming were adjusted 
apparently to ensure that enough of the accumulation of the area was drawn off so as 
to inhibit the rise of too powerful a local regime, but not so great an amount as to 
induce rebellion among the people of that polity. The “newly-attached” polities were 
seen as providers of gold, silver and other valuables, of pearls, of precious stones, of 
horses and of labour, military and otherwise. 

Apart from this systemic state exploitation in terms of silver levies, troop 
demands and so forth, the Yun-nan polities, like the maritime countries and Đại Việt, 
had to deal with appropriations by court-appointed eunuchs. On occasions, their 
excesses even upset the central administration.  In 1429, for example, two eunuchs 
Yun Xian (雲僊) and Xu Liang (徐 亮) were recalled from Yun-nan, where they had 
been sent as envoys because “these persons were constantly disposed to envious 
hatred and they both induced the local officials to engage in feuding and killing, and 
had them hinder and obstruct the other envoy.”183  In the late 1420s, the eunuch Ma 
Qi (馬騏 ) was accused of having maltreated the people in Jiao-zhi, thereby inducing 
rebellion and aiding the rise of Lê Lọ’i.184  The withdrawal of the “gold and silver 
payment expediting eunuchs” (催辦金銀内官) from Mu-bang (Hsenwi) in the mid-
1430s185 (at the same time as the eunuch-led voyages were being closed down) seems 
to indicate that up until that time the administration had centrally-appointed officials 
governing the collection of silver and gold in the border colonies. The pull-back was, 
however, only temporary. The phenomena of intense exploitation by eunuch agents of 
the state appears to have continued through the century, with the regional inspector of 
Yun-nan submitting a memorial in 1499 accusing Ji Qing (吉慶), the eunuch grand 
defender of Jin-chi, of instituting excessive levies, causing yi people to flee, 
maintaining a private army, selling off trained troops and generally acting in 
avaricious and improper ways.186 Again in the early 16th century, Sun An (孫安), the 
eunuch director of Jin-chi/Teng-chong, the major distant Chinese outpost in Yun-nan, 
was ordered to “collect strange and wonderful objects, gold, silver, pearls and other 

                                                 
181 For further details, see Chang Tseng-hsin’s work on the period Maritime Activities on the South-east 
Coast of China, and Jin Guoping’s various articles in his Zhong-Pu guan-xi shi-di kao-zheng (中葡關
係史地考證, Macau, Macau Foundation, 2000. 
182 Hamashita Takeshi, “The Tribute Trade System and Modern Asia”, Memoirs of the Research 
department of the Toyo Bunko, No. 46 (1988), pp. 7-23. See page 23. 
183 Xuan-zong shi-lu, juan 52.9b. 
184 Xuan-zong shi-lu, juan 57.7b-8a.  
185 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 2.12a. 
186 Xiao-zong shi-lu, juan 153.10b-11b. 
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things.” 187  The accounts of extra-systemic economic exploitation by eunuchs 
continued into the 16th century. 

Despite the regional variations, it is possible to observe a clear Ming policy of 
economic exploitation of frontier polities involving a progressive intensification of 
demands. After initial contacts through war or threats, the Ming state required large 
indemnities or other payments. This was subsequently systematised, following 
Chinese appointment or recognition of the local ruler, into a regular payment of gold 
or silver “in lieu of labour” (差發金/銀). At the same time, people of the region were 
drawn into the Chinese economy. When this process had proceeded sufficiently, poll 
or household taxes and commercial taxes were levied. The aim of this process was to 
reduce the economic independence of the local ruler of the polity and provide the 
economic means by which the Chinese state could meet the costs of increasing its 
own administration in these areas. Thereby, the formerly independent polity became a 
part of the Chinese state. During the 15th century, we see the Ming pursuing these 
policies among the polities it defeated or brought to submission by threats in Yun-nan 
and those temporarily gained in Đại Việt.  
 
Policies Inducing Human Movement 

As in some other colonial enterprises, the extension of Chinese administration 
into Yun-nan and into Vietnam was accompanied by the inflow of Chinese persons 
into areas previously not occupied by the Chinese. Sometimes the movement was 
involuntary, such as in 1439, when Chinese criminals who were unable to redeem 
their sentences through rice payment, were moved into areas of Yun-nan.188 
       Other state policies which encouraged movement of Chinese people into 
newly-conquered areas included the establishment of state farms (屯田) and military 
farms (軍田). One of the limiting elements for further expansion by the Ming state 
was the availability of grain to feed initially troops and later officials and settlers. 
Military farms and state farms were thus established to provide this grain. In 1426, 
during the latter years of the Ming occupation of Đại Việt, at least 8,000 “native 
troops” (土軍 ) from nine guards in Jiao-zhi were being employed on military 
farms.189  While the opening of such farms in Yun-nan was in evidence throughout the 
dynasty, the 1490s saw a marked upsurge under the new military commander.190 Even 
at the end of the 16th century, the Ming were planning further southward movement, 
with it being noted that “when the six zhao ( referring to the six pacification 
superintendencies) are brought to peace, Ba-xiong Pass will be breached and 
thousands of li of land will be opened up with 10,000 mu of state farms.191 

Associated with the extension of the range of Chinese administration and of 
areas settled by Chinese people was another practice, the so-called the kai-zhong (開
中) system.192 This system involved selling state-monopoly salt to merchants for grain 
which the merchants were required to transport to areas where border troops were 

                                                 
187 Wu-zong shi-lu, juan 33.3b. 
188 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 64.5b-6a). 
189 Xuan-zong shi-lu, juan 17.11b-12a 
190 Xiao-zong shi-lu, juan 48.2a. 
191 Shen-zong shi-lu, juan 338.4b-5a. 
192 One of the most detailed studies of the kai-zhong system during the Ming dynasty is Lee Lung-
wah’s “The Kai-zhong System During the Ming Dynasty” (李龍華 《明代的開中法》, 香港中文大
學中國文化研究所學報，第四卷第二期, 371-493 頁. 
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stationed. The system was instituted in Yun-nan during the Hong-wu reign (1368-98) 
in order to feed the Ming forces sent to occupy the region. In the 1420s, with the Ming 
occupation of Vietnam, the merchants preferred to sell their grain to the forces in 
Vietnam, rather than continue to supply Yun-nan.193     In the 1430s, the system was 
strongly revived in Da-li and Jin-chi in Yun-nan to supply the forces to be used 
against Si Ren-fa of Lu-chuan. It was still being used in 1445 to feed the persons 
building the walled city at Teng-chong, the new Chinese outpost in Yun-nan.194  A 
proposed expedition against Si Die of the Tai polity of Meng-mi (Möngmit) in 1493 
again induced the reintroduction of the system in the same area.195 

        The system played a major role in extending the Chinese administration, 
firstly by feeding troops who were engaged in military activities aimed at expanding 
the Ming state, and secondly by the fact that many merchants, rather than transporting 
the grain over vast distances, set up their own farms with their imported farm 
labourers in the border areas to grow locally the grain which they would sell for state 
salt. It also promoted Chinese settlement of these areas, as when the kai-zhong system 
was no longer in force, the farms and the labourers would usually remain, and 
subsequently these areas settled by Chinese persons would come under the control of 
the Chinese administration.196  

The growth in the number of Chinese people residing in maritime Southeast 
Asia during the 15th century was a result of both state and non-state factors.  We read 
of members of a Chinese mission fleeing while in Cambodia in 1404,197 and there is 
no reason to assume that among the tens of thousands of soldiers and sailors who 
accompanied the eunuch-led missions to Southeast Asia, there were not those who 
fled, were shipwrecked or who just remained at the ports where the ships called. 
However, as suggested above, there was also much Chinese private trade with 
maritime Southeast Asia through the 15th century as well as reports of large Chinese 
communities at Palembang in Sumatra, at Tuban and Gerisik in Java, and in Malacca 
and Ayudhya, some of which communities likely derived from such trade either in the 
15th century or earlier.198 
  
 
Overall Effects of Ming Policies Relating to 15th-Century Southeast Asia 
 
To conclude this paper, a few short comments are perhaps necessary on the specific 
areas where Ming policies affected 15th-century Southeast Asia. These are, rather than 
anything like analyses of the effects of the Ming on the region, simply notes on where 
further research in this sphere might be concentrated. 

 
 

                                                 
193 Xuan-zong shi-lu, juan 7.9a-b. 
194 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 131.8b-9a. 
195 Xiao-zong shi-lu, juan 80.1a-b. 
196 For a far more detailed and systematic study of the migration of Chinese people into previously non-
Chinese areas of this region, see James Z. Lee’s The Political Economy of a Frontier: Southwest China, 
1250-1850, Harvard University Asia Center (forthcoming), and particularly Chapter 4 –Immigration. 
197 Tai-zong shi-lu, juan 34.1a-b. 
198 See, for example, Chang Pin-tsun, “The First Chinese Diaspora in Southeast Asia” in  Roderich Ptak 
and Dietmar Rothermund, Emporia, Commodities and Entrepreneurs in Asian Maritime Trade, c. 
1400-1750, pp. 13-27. 
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Changes in Southeast Asian Political Topography– Yun-nan 
As detailed in the sections above, the Ming push into the Tai polities of “Yun-

nan”, and the divide-and-rule policies pursued throughout the 15th century, obviously 
played a major role in the atomisation of Tai power. The breaking down of the Möng 
Mao polity in the late 14th century and again in the middle of the 15th century 
interrupted the rise of a polity which may have played a role similar to Sukhothai or 
Lan-Xang for the upland Tai polities.199  The beginnings of the transformations of a 
large number of Southeast Asian200 upland polities into Chinese administrative units 
was one of the major characteristics marking the history of Southeast Asia in the 15th 
century. This gradual reduction and dismantling of huge Tai polities such as the Möng 
Mao polity undoubtedly greatly changed the course of mainland Southeast Asian 
history. The “what-ifs” of history are infinite, but the destruction of one of the great 
Tai polities and the absorption of the territory and people into the Chinese state 
certainly wrought a new political and social structure in Indochina south of the 
Yangtze. 
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Political Topography – Vietnam and Champa 
  The Ming invasion and occupation of Đại Việt had profound effects on 
Mainland Southeast Asia. By expanding the borders of their new province of Jiao-zhi, 
particularly to the south, during their quarter century of control, the Ming left the Đại 
Việt which resurged in the late 1420s with a larger polity than it comprised formerly. 
The new technologies, new administrative measures and other factors introduced by 
the Ming invasion also contributed to the capacity of  Lê Vietnam to expand its border 
over the following century, allowing it to destroy the Cham polity and incorporate 
both Cham and Lao territories. 
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Political Topography – Malacca and Samudera 

The control which the Ming exercised over the Straits of Malacca through 
their bases at either end of the Straits during the first third of the 15th century also had 
great effects on the political topography of the region. The support provided by the 
Ming to Malacca, underlined by the repeated visits to China by the Malaccan rulers, 
was almost certainly a quid pro quo for allowing the Ming to establish their base there. 
There seems to be general agreement among scholars that the rapid rise of Malacca in 
the 15th century was in part due to its close links with the Ming. 

The Ming relationship with Samudra is much less clear from the sources, but 
the facts that the Ming had a major base on an island just off the Samudran coast, that 
the Samudran envoys often came to the court with those of Malacca and that the Ming 
forces appear to have fought a war to support Zainuli Abidin, the Samudran ruler, 
suggest that Ming support was also very important for the maintenance of that polity 
at least during the first third of the 15th century. 
 

                                                 
199 The reasons for the alleged dearth of a large-scale Tai empire have been addressed by Nick Tapp in 
his, ‘A new stage in Tai regional studies: The challenge of local histories’ in Andrew Turton (ed.), 
Civility and Savagery: Social Identity in Tai states, Richmond Surrey, Curzon Press, 2000, pp. 351-59; 
and by Craig Reynolds in  “Review article: Tai-land and its others” in South East Asia Research, No. 
11 (March, 2003)   pp. 114-15. 
200 For mainland Southeast Asia, the generic definition being applied here is “that which is not China”, 
in the diverse ways in which this can be construed. 
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Changes in Southeast Asian Political Topography – Decline of Majapahit’s 
Influence  

The emergence of the Ming as a major political player in the maritime 
Southeast Asian world at the beginning of the 15th century appears to have had great 
effects on the capacity of Majapahit to continue its command of its far-flung 
empire.201  Compounded by the division of Java and the civil war which marked the 
beginning of the 15th century on the island,202 the Ming presence undoubtedly affected 
Javanese influence in Sumatra, the Malay Peninsula, Brunei and what is today the 
southern Philippines.  
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Economic Topography – New Economic Networks  
          The policies pursued by the Ming state which affected Southeast Asia 
economically either directly or indirectly during the 15th century can be divided into a 
number of spheres: 
  The Ming maintained a booming nominally “imperial monopoly trade”203 
relationship during the 15th century with the major Southeast Asian polities/economies 
of Annam, Cambodia, Champa, Java, Malacca, Palembang, Samudera  and Siam,204 
as well as with a host of smaller polities/economies. In addition, the eunuch-led 
voyages during the first third of the century (as well as the non-state players who were 
obviously continuing to trade from China to Southeast Asia, and vice-versa through 
much of the 15th century), meant that the Southeast Asian, Indian and Middle Eastern 
goods required by China must have been procured in larger quantities during this 
century. In 1390, for example, 171,000 jin (more than 100 tonnes)205 of aromatics 
were delivered to the Chinese capital by the envoy from Siam.206  The effects which 
the monopoly trading demands of the Southeast Asian rulers had on domestic 
procurement patterns, collection areas and economic systems is something which 
might also be further examined.  The obtaining of Chinese porcelain, silks and 
coinage by the Southeast Asian rulers through this trade would also likely aided their 
capacity to maintain local economic networks beneficial to themselves. 
 
 

                                                 
201 C.C. Berg has, however, questioned whether the listing of Nusantaran dependencies of Majapahit 
noted in the Nagrakertagama had any historical basis at all. See D.G.E. Hall, A History of South-East 
Asia, London, Macmillan, 1970, Third edition, pp.  86-87. 
202 See Slametmuljana, A Story of Majapahit, Singapore  University Press 1976, p. 192. Further details 
are available in the Pararaton. See I Gusti Putu Phalgunadi, The Pararaton: A Study of the Southeast 
Asia Chronicle, New Delhi, Sundeep Prakashan, 1996, pp. 131-133. 
203 Often obscured under the “tribute system” rubric. 
204 For details of missions to China from these polities in the period we are examining, see Chang Pin-
tsun, “The First Chinese Diaspora in Southeast Asia” in  Roderich Ptak and Dietmar Rothermund, 
Emporia, Commodities and Entrepreneurs in Asian Maritime Trade, c. 1400-1750. (reprinted in  Felipe 
Fernández-Armesto’s The Global Opportunity, Volume 1 of  An Expanding World series, Variorum 
1995). A listing of such missions can be seen on p. 28. A listing of the missions to and from China by  
these polities during the first quarter of the century can be found in Wang Gungwu’s “China and 
Southeast Asia 1402-24” in his Community and Nation: China, Southeast Asia and Australia, Sydney, 
ASAA in conjunction with Allen and Unwin, 1992, pp. 119 and 123. 
205 For details of the shipment of  aromatics throughout the region, but mainly in later periods, see the 
chapters on cloves and pepper in  David Bulbeck, Anthony Reid, Lay Cheng Tan and Yiqi Wu 
(compilers), Southeast Asian Exports since the 14th Century: Cloves, Pepper, Coffee and Sugar, 
Singapore ISEAS, 1998. 
206 Tai-zong shi-lu, juan 201.1b. 



ARI WPS No. 28                                                Wade, Ming China and Southeast Asia 
 

 33

Changes in Southeast Asian Economic Topography – Rise of New Trade Ports 
 The apparent increased in maritime trade during the century also appears to 
have induced the rise of new ports. Malacca, as a major entrépot polity has already 
been mentioned above. Reid207 has also written on the rise of new port-polities as a 
result of a “trade take-off around 1400” and growth in trade during the beginnings of 
his “Age of Commerce”, and the increased urbanisation which subsequently occurred 
in these port cities. The rise of the northern Javanese ports is a particularly noticeable 
aspect of this trend.208 The decline of Majapahit was obviously a factor in this, but the 
Chinese voyagers seem also to have played a part in the emergence of Demak, Japara, 
Gresik and Cirebon. These new polities and the shipping routes which connected them 
also produced new regional trading networks among both the Chinese209 and the 
Southeast Asians.  It might be said that the 15th century produced the first East 
Asian210 trading system. 
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Economic Topography – New Medium of Exchange? 
    Copper cash rewards/payments were provided to some of the Southeast Asian 
envoys/merchants who travelled to the Ming court. It appears that the eunuch-led 
missions to the region also carried such rewards. Reid makes a strong claim that 
“Chinese copper cash, and local coins modelled on them, were the basic lubricant for 
the increasing commercialization of the region after 1400.” 211 This is supported by 
research which indicates that from about 1300, inscriptions in Java cease to mention 
Javanese weights and measures and refer only to picis, the Javanese word for cash. 
This supports a thesis that it was late Song commercial operators or those who 
accompanied the Yuan invasions which introduced the coins to Java. Other uses of 
Chinese copper coins, or those modelled on the Chinese, are seen in the Philippines 
and Vietnam, the latter most certainly deriving from the Chinese model. Reid also 
cites early European travellers who noted that Chinese coins were the basic coinage in 
use in Brunei, Sumbawa, and Maluku by the early 16th century. 212 The interactions 
during the 15th century appear to have consolidated the connections between the 
Southeast Asian and Chinese economies. 
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Technological Topography – Ship-building 

The technological influence of the Ming Chinese on 15th-century Southeast 
Asia has been cited in at least three major areas.    The first was ship-building. 
Southeast Asia and Chinese ship-building traditions have been detailed by Manguin213 

                                                 
207 Anthony Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce 1450-1680. Volume Two: Expansion and 
Crisis, New Haven, Yale University Press. See  pp. 10-15 and “The City and Its Commerce” pp. 62-
131.  
208 For the background to which, see Anthony Reid, “The Rise and Fall of Sino-Javanese Shipping”, in 
his Charting the Shape of Early Modern Southeast Asia, ISEAS, 2000, pp. 56-84. See particularly 
“Chinese and the Rise of Pasisir Muslim States” pp. 66-69. 
209 For the growth of the Hokkien network, see various works by James Chin Kong, particularly his 
doctoral thesis, “Merchants and other sojourners : the Hokkiens overseas, 1570-1760”, University of 
Hong Kong, 1998.  
210 Used in its current broad sense, which includes both Southeast Asia and North Asia. 
211 Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce, Volume Two, p. 95. 
212 Ibid. pp. 96-97. 
213 See, for example, Pierre-Yves Manguin, The Southeast Asian Ship: An Historical Approach, JSEAS, 
XI:2 (1980)  pp. 266-276;  and his “The Vanishing Jong: Insular Southeast Asian Fleets in Trade and 
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and Needham214 respectively, while Manguin has also looked at the cross-influences 
between the Southeast Asian and Chinese shipbuilding traditions, and posits a hybrid 
South China Sea junk.215 Reid has examined the role of hybrid ship-building in the 
broader scope of Sino-Javanese shipping.216  It seems however, given the present state 
of research and evidence, that the degree to which Chinese maritime technology, 
including shipbuilding, affected Southeast Asian traditions in the 15th century can 
only be assessed through further discoveries of excavation of shipwrecks of the period. 
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Technological Topography – Firearms  
  One of the most original recent theses of Chinese influence on Southeast Asia 
during the 15th century is that of Sun Laichen, who has suggested that the Ming 
greatly affected Southeast Asian history through its introduction of firearms.217  He 
concludes that “the founding of the Ming dynasty in 1368 started the ‘military 
revolution’ not only in Chinese but also world history in the early modern period.” 
These weapons were certainly used in the Ming wars against the Vietnamese and the 
Tai polities in the 15th century and were particularly effective against the elephants 
which the Tai relied upon. Sun sees a significant transfer of Chinese military 
technology (and specifically firearms) to the Vietnamese in the early Ming, 
particularly through the Ming occupation of the Viet polity.  Subsequently, he 
suggests, the Vietnamese used this new technology to mount major military 
expeditions in the 1470s, into Champa, and then across through the Tai heartlands as 
far as the Irrawaddy. This sphere promises great potential for further research on the 
effects of Chinese technology on Southeast Asia in the 15th century. 
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Technological Topography – Ceramics Manufacture 

Chinese ceramics have been major trade products into Southeast Asia for well 
over a millennium. The obvious appeal of Chinese ceramics to the rulers and markets 
of Southeast Asia both before and during the early Ming, obviously gave rise to 
imitators within the region. The Si Satchanalai and Sukothai celadons of the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries appear to have benefited from Chinese ceramic 
technologies, as did the Vietnamese wares of the 14th and 15th centuries.218 There 
exists vast potential for further research on the specific innovations which did take 

                                                                                                                                            
War (Fifteenth to Seventeenth Centuries)”, in Anthony Reid (ed.) Southeast Asia in the early Modern 
Era: Trade,  Power and Belief,  Ithaca, Cornell University Press, pp. 197-213. 
214 Joseph Needham, Science and Civilization in China, Vol. 4 , No. 3 -- Civil Engineering and Nautics, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1971. 
215 P.-Y. Manguin, “Relationships and Cross-influences between Southeast Asian and Chinese 
Shipbuilding Traditions”, SPAFA Final Report on Maritime Shipping and Trade Networks in Southeast 
Asia, 1984. 
216 Reid, “The Rise and Fall of Sino-Javanese Shipping”. 
217 See Sun Laichen “Chinese Military Technology and Dai Viet: c. 1390-1497.” In Nhung Tuyết Trần 
& Anthony Reid, eds., Viet Nam: Borderless Histories, Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2004.  
218 See Roxanna M. Brown, The ceramics of South-East Asia, their dating and identification, Oxford 
University Press, Kuala Lumpur, 1977; John Guy,  Ceramic traditions of South-East Asia, Oxford 
University Press, Singapore, 1989;  and Dick Richards, South-East Asian ceramics: Thai, Vietnamese, 
and Khmer, from the Collection of the Art Gallery of South Australia, Oxford University Press, Kuala 
Lumpur, 1995. For an excellently illustrated collection of the Chinese blue and white wares and their 
Vietnamese equivalents, see Larry Gotuaco, Rita C. Tan and Allison I. Diem, Chinese and Vietnamese 
Blue and White Wares Found in the Philippines, Manila, Bookmark Inc. 1997.            
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place in the Southeast Asian ceramic traditions, their origins and period of 
introduction, and whether there was any influx of Chinese potters into Southeast Asia.  

 
Changes in Southeast Asian Cultural Topography – Vietnam 

Many parts of Southeast Asia were culturally very different at the end of the 
15th century from what they were at the beginning of that period, and in the changes 
which did take place over that century, Ming China appears to have been a major 
influence. During the Ming occupation of Đại Việt in the first quarter of the century, 
for example, the Ming introduced a wide range of practices which would have 
changed society in diverse ways. John Whitmore has already discussed some of 
these.219 The establishment of Confucian schools, as well as geomancy schools and 
medical schools in the Ming colony, would certainly have had some impact on the 
population. However, it was the overall Ming administrative structure and procedures 
which existed for these 20 years, along with the presence of a huge number of 
Chinese persons which would have had most effect in changing society. Whether all 
of the Ming policies, such as that proposed during the occupation that Vietnamese 
should adopt Chinese mourning customs,220 actually had long-lasting effect on the 
society is an issue which needs to be subject to much further study. 

Likewise, the destruction of the carriers of Vietnamese culture which occurred 
under the Ming administration, such as the burning of Vietnamese books,221 needs to 
be further examined, as do the consequences of the removal of many of the skilled 
artisans and other personnel from Đại Việt into China,222 which undoubtedly had 
major repercussions on Vietnamese society. 
            The new bureaucratic and other government systems which were introduced 
into Đại Việt following the withdrawal of the Ming can also be said to have been, in 
some ways,  products of the Ming, if only by the fact that the invasion and subsequent 
destruction forced the Vietnamese to create new systems post-Ming withdrawal.223  
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Cultural Topography –Yun-nan 

In the same way that the influx of Chinese administration and Chinese persons 
changed the cultural milieu of Đại Việt in the early 15th century, so they must have 
greatly affected the peoples of the Yun-nan polities who, either suddenly or gradually, 
were subject to the cultural norms of Chinese societies and polities.  Non-Chinese 
persons in Yun-nan were assigned Chinese surnames by the Tai-zu emperor in 
1383,224 and this was part of a long process of acculturation during the Ming by which 
Sinicisation of the indigenous populations proceeded, in both active and passive 
modes. 

                                                 
219 See John Whitmore’s Vietnam, Hồ Quý Ly, and the Ming (1371-1421). 
220 Tai-zong shi-lu, juan 214.1b. 
221 For which see Alexander Ong’s contribution to this volume. 
222 In 1407, 7,700 tradesmen and artisans, including gun-founders, were sent from Annam to the Ming 
capital at modern Nan-jing. (Tai-zong shi-lu, juan 71.6a). Zhang Xiu-min also details the architects and 
other prominent persons who were taken off to China by the Ming and subsequently served the Chinese 
state. See 張秀民著<中越關係史論文集>, 臺北, 文史哲出版社, 1992, particularly pp. 45-74, 75-114 
and 199-134. 
223 For details of the processes of administrative, economic and artistic restoration following the end of 
the Ming occupation of Vietnam, see Lê Thành Khôi, Histoire du Viêt Nam des origines à 1858, Paris 
Sudestasie, 1992. pp. 219-224. See also John Whitmore’s contribution to this volume. 
224 Tai-zu shi-lu, juan 152.4a. 
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There was constant pressure on newly-colonised peoples in Yun-nan to accord 
with certain Chinese cultural practices.  As in Vietnam, these were instilled through 
the establishment of Confucian schools, mainly for the indigenous elite. A school was 
established at Jing-dong Guard in 1446,225 and by 1510, Confucian schools had also 
been established in the Yun-nan outposts of Jin-chi and Teng-chong. A proposal in 
1481 that the heirs to “native-official” posts in Yun-nan be sent to Confucian schools 
in nearby prefectures so that their own cultures could be replaced by Chinese values, 
while emerging more from frontier security considerations than any “desire to 
civilize”, still undoubtedly had effects, especially in terms of Chinese literacy among 
the peoples of Yun-nan. There is little research on how the processes of Sinicization 
proceeded among the peoples of the Yun-nan polities and this is also an area where 
much research remains to be done. 
 
Changes in Southeast Asian Cultural Topography – Maritime Southeast Asia 

To what degree did the Chinese maritime traders, the Ming envoys and the 
people who accompanied them on their voyages to Southeast Asia have an impact on 
cultural practices in the local societies?  Did the sending of didactic texts and guides 
to [Chinese] behaviour, as happened frequently during the early reigns, particularly 
with Biographies of Exemplary Women (烈女傳), really have any effect on the 
Southeast Asia societies? Claudine Salmon has studied the influence of Chinese 
literature on the literatures of societies surrounding China from the 17th century,226 but 
further studies on earlier literature and possible connections with Chinese texts likely 
to have been distributed in Southeast Asia by Ming agents might prove worthwhile. 

Certainly, the use of Chinese languages would have increased in the major 
port cities of the region, particularly when the huge eunuch-led armadas were in town. 
The adoption of Chinese terms for a vast range of food and other daily products into 
most of the major languages of the archipelago likely began or, at least, expanded 
during the early 15th century. Kong Yuan-zhi has done much work on identifying 
Chinese lexical items borrowed into Malay and Indonesian.227 However, determining 
the periods during which such borrowings were made is nigh impossible. 
         The rise of hybrid Sino-Southeast Asian societies as a result of fairly large-
scale migration of Chinese persons to Southeast Asia in or around the 15th century, 
with hybrid food, hybrid language and hybrid cultural expression has been discussed 
elsewhere by Reid.228 Even the ships and crews which had to remain at Southeast 
Asian ports to await the monsoon winds, or to provide security for polities and/or 
Chinese ships and supplies would have been both culturally influential and influenced.  

The role of the Zheng He voyages and Chinese Muslims more generally as 
being carriers of Islam throughout Southeast Asia is a topic which has continued to 
attract attention. Many of the members of the eunuch commanders’ retinues were 
Muslims and their voyages to the Middle East of many appear to have also included 
the hajj.  The Parlindungan/Poortman text,229 which appears to be derived at least in 
                                                 
225 Ying-zong shi-lu, juan 140.7a. 
226 Claudine Salmon, Literary migrations, Traditional Chinese fiction in Asia (17-20th centuries), Bei-
jing, International Culture Publishing Corporation, 1987. 
227 See 孔遠志 著  <中國印度尼西亞文化交流>, 北京, 北京大學出版社, 1999. The listing of 
borrowed lexical items can be seen on pp. 128-156. 
228 See his “Rise and Fall of Sino-Javanese Shipping” and his contribution to this volume. 
229 For which see H.J. de Graaf and Th. G. Th. Pigeaud (edited by M.C. Ricklefs), Chinese Muslims in 
Java in the 15th and 16th Centuries, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia, 1984. 
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part from Chinese local accounts in Java, claims that there was a network of Chinese 
Hanafi Muslims throughout Southeast Asia in the 15th century, and that this network, 
which had derived from the Zheng He voyages, established the first Islamic 
communities in Palembang, Sambas and in many ports along the north coast of Java.  
It seems wise to concur with Reid’s opinion that “More systematic work needs to be 
done, however, before it can be accepted as a credible source for the fifteenth 
century.”230  

The Zheng He voyages also left Southeast Asia with another religious legacy. 
Throughout the region, particularly among Chinese communities, there still circulate 
various legends and beliefs about Zheng He, Wang Jing-hong and other eunuchs. 
Temples have also been erected to worship San-bao-gong, the honorific name for 
Zheng He. Kong Yuan-zhi has done much work on the temples, legends and beliefs 
relating to Zheng He in Southeast Asia.231  

It appears that Chinese weights and measures also had some impact in the 
archipelago during the 15th century. In 1404, an envoy from Siam to the Ming court 
requested that Chinese “weights and measures be conferred upon them.”232  Is there 
any evidence of changes in Southeast Asian metrological standards during the 15th 
century? This is difficult to assess, but at least by the middle of the 16th century, in a 
Portuguese text of 1554, we read that “In Malacca the weight used for gold, musk, 
&c., the cate, contains 20 taels, each tael 16 mazes, each maz 20 cumduryns; also 1 
paual 4 mazes, each maz 4 cupongs; each cupong 5 cumduryns.”233  The “cate” and 
“tael” are the Malay terms for the Chinese jin (斤) and liang (兩) respectively. While 
it cannot be categorically stated that these units were introduced to Southeast Asia 
during the 15th century, it seems likely that they were at least introduced to Malacca in 
that century. 

Can it thus be said that the 15th century constituted the first major wave of 
Sinicisation of Southeast Asia? 234 Given that the way in which the term “Southeast 
Asia” has been used within this article, as reference to “non-China” that lay to the 
south of the Chinese polities, this claim cannot be made, as the non-Chinese areas 
south of the Yangzi were subject to many waves of Sinicisation over the preceding 
millennium. However, it does seem that the degree of Chinese influence within 
Southeast Asia did expand in the 15th century, so perhaps it will suffice just to claim, 
in conclusion, that the 15th century saw the first major wave of Sinicisation of 
maritime Southeast Asia. 
 

                                                 
230 Reid, “The Rise and Fall of Sino-Javanese Shipping”, p. 68. 
231 See Kong Yuanzhi, Muslim Tionghoa Cheng Ho, Misteri Perjalanan Muhibah di Nusantara 
Pustaka, Jakarta, Populer Obor, 2000. 
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